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Abstract
So far, it has been proposed that a lot of massages are conveyed nonverbally with or
without spoken words and this saliency of nonverbal communication is not exceptional
in foreign or second languag(1) (L2) teaching and learning. In fact, recent research
showed that those nonverbal messages actually help L2 learners express their idea and
feelings in their target language. However, those aspects can be significantly affected by
speaker’s personal background and cultural knowledge. Cultural misunderstandings
might be one of the critical factors leading to miscommunication, making learners
behave inappropriately. Thus, it would be crucial for L2 learners to acquire the
knowledge of target culture as well as language. This paper theoretically examines the
role and significance of nonverbal communication in L2 teaching and learning. Firstly,
recent studies on cross-cultural contexts are reviewed in order to introduce the concept
of nonverbal communication. Secondly, some considerable problems caused by cultural
misunderstandings in L2 learning are discussed. Finally, this paper seeks how to acquire
cultural knowledge for successful communication, suggesting some possible solutions
arisen from the literature.
1. Introduction
As the world is going to be globalised, culture and skilled interpersonal communication
have been taken into account in a number of different areas. Regarding the saliency of
nonverbal communication, researchers agreed that (1) nonverbal signals are significant
for human life in order to maintain social ties (Forgas & Williams 2001:7; Hargie
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2011:2; Levinson 2006:86), and (2) the communicative potential of these signals would
be extensively shaped by culture (Morris et al. 1979; Richmond & McCroskey 1999:8).
However, some social and cultural factors could impede successful communication.
Whereas people will be required to share thoughts, ideas and feelings with others in
commonly understandable ways for successful communication (Hamilton 2010:3), it
can be challenging to understand cultural differences due to the diversity of culture
formed by various factors ranging from social organizations to knowledge constructs
(Hinkel 1999:1; Rosaldo 1984). In fact, it has been reported that people tend to find
difficulties in dealing with different norms, styles or strategies which other people use
during interactions (Spencer-Oatey 1993; Tannen 1986). The diversity of gestural
information is an example emphasising the seriousness of cultural misunderstandings.
People with different cultures will encode completely different meaning in the same
gesture; the hand ring gesture representing “good” in most English speaking cultures will
be equivalent to “zero or priceless” in French speaking countries (see Morris et al.
1979:114). When people with another culture use these gestures unintentionally or
subconsciously, addressees will possibly interpret messages as aggressive or offensive.
Thus, it is necessary to examine these nonverbal aspects in communication discretely in
different cross-cultural contexts for L2 teaching and learning.
In order to avoid miscommunication, it will be essential to develop interpersonal
communication skills which can be generally defined as “skills which can be employed
for an interaction with other people” (Hargie 2011:5). Indeed, it has been reported that
people with better social skills tend to be psychologically well-being and less stressful
than those with poor skills (Segrin & Taylor 2007; Segrin et al. 2007). Regarding this
point, Hargie (2011:47) stated that skilled communicators can manage their body
movements as well as their actual spoken words to communicate in effective ways. In
educational context as well as daily communication, these communication skills should
also be taken into account because students can benefit from these skills to achieve
foremost classroom performance (Worley et al. 2007). Therefore, it is significant to
highlight the role and importance of skilled communication and cultural knowledge,
not only in daily human communication or interaction but also in educational contexts.
This paper examines the role and significance of nonverbal communication,
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especially gestures as one of the distinct nonverbal signals(2), in L2 teaching and learning.
Since studying abroad has been considered a global phenomenon (Paige, Cohen &
Shively 2004:253), it is rational to analyse L2 learning contexts from different cultural
perspectives. Firstly, recent studies are reviewed in order to introduce the concept of
nonverbal communication. Secondly, some considerable problems caused by cultural
differences in L2 teaching and learning are discussed. Finally, possible solutions are
suggested based on the data proposed on recent studies. 
2. What is nonverbal communication?
What people need to know for successful communication is that human communication
can be taken place nonverbally. It has been claimed that people heavily rely on those
aspects to deliver messages (Allen 1999:470; Richmond & McCroskey 1999:2).
Significantly, what we say might contribute just seven percent to the overall massage
received in communication (Hargie 2011:47). Generally, nonverbal communication can
be defined as “the process of one person stimulating meaning in the mind of another
person or persons by means of nonverbal messages” (Richmond & McCroskey 1999:1).
According to their typology, this term can be further divided into two subcategories:
nonverbal behaviour and nonverbal communication. The term ‘nonverbal behaviour’
will be considered all human behaviour which has the potential to form communicative
messages. On the other hand, the term ‘nonverbal communication’ is referred to the
behaviour with the intension to encode messages in nonverbal signals (see figure.1). In
this paper, the term ‘nonverbal communication’ will be consistently used to refer to any
human nonverbal actions conveying messages in interactions since this paper does not
aim to clarify the definitions. Besides, as well as between verbal and nonverbal, the
differentiation between verbal and vocal communication has not also been considered in
this paper; for example, gesture can be classified as nonverbal and nonvocal
communication (see Hargie 2011:45; Laver and Hutcheson 1972).
As for gestures, McNeill (1985:354) reported that about 90% of all gestures
occurred during speech and other 10 % are immediately followed by further speech.
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Surprisingly, a number of researchers suggested that people can actually take and
interpret messages only conveyed in gestures without corresponding spoken words
during conversations (Cassell et al. 1999; McNeill 1992; Perry et al. 1992). Those
studies clearly showed that people might see speaker’s gestures as one of the media to
send messages, which can be different from those encoded in spoken words.
Here, it is worthwhile to briefly outline the function of nonverbal messages. Based
on the studies conducted by Hargie (2011) and Richmond & McCroskey (1999), there
are nine major functions of nonverbal massages:
1) replacing verbal communication where they are not allowed to speak
2) complementing verbal communication in order to aid the receiver’s
comprehension
3) modifying the spoken words by nonverbal aspects like stresses and pauses which
make the true meaning of spoken words altered
4) contradicting the spoken words by nonverbal aspects which will be shown in
sarcasm
5) regulating conversation by regulatory nonverbal signals like eye movement, voice
volumes, hand gestures and so forth, in order to avoid awkward silence in
conversation
6) expressing emotions and interpersonal attitudes to tell how they feel, which
significantly depends on communicator’s competence to interpret those
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Figure.1: nonverbal behaviour versus nonverbal communication (based on
Richmond & McCroskey 1999:7)
nonverbal aspect
7) negotiating relationships through nonverbal aspects representing social power
and relationships between communicators
8) conveying personal and social identity nonverbally by habitat, dress, accent and
so forth
9) contextualising interaction by social settings, e.g., a formal versus informal
interview 
(Hargie 2011; Richmond & McCroskey 1999)
In addition, nonverbal signals are sometimes multifunctional; more than one function
could be seen simultaneously (Richmond & McCroskey 1999:11). Those various
functions clearly show that nonverbal aspects are significantly derived and highly
possibly affect human communications and interactions.
3. Culture and nonverbal communication in L2 learning
Recently, many studies have focused on the effect and importance of social factors, e.g.,
skilled interpersonal communication and cultural understandings, in L2 teaching and
learning. In fact, it has been suggested that language teaching and learning should not be
taken place without considering culture (see Byram 1989; Byram & Morgan 1994;
Kirch 1979; Kramsch 1991). As for nonverbal communication, Kirch (1979:423)
claimed that people must take notice of the nonverbal systems of a target culture as well
as language if their goal is to communicate with native speakers of that language. From
this point, it is rational to consider language teaching and learning from different
cultural perspectives in order to avoid misunderstandings.
However, even though intercultural knowledge is mandatory in language learning,
it is highly likely difficult to link L2 teaching and learning to cultural or pragmatic
understandings. Byram & Morgan (1994:44) claimed that the potential of cultural
knowledge is often overlooked in language classroom because language teachers and
learners tend to heavily take care of linguistics features of language, e.g., grammatical
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rules, phonetics and so forth, rather than cultural or pragmatic knowledge. In regard to
the lack of opportunity to focus on cultural or pragmatic knowledge, Thomas (1983,
1984) critically reported that non-native speakers would not often realise that they
behave inappropriately due to the failure in understanding cross-cultural differences.
Similarly, Bardovi-Harlig & Dornyei (1998) and Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford (1993)
claimed that even advanced L2 learners convey meaning in different ways from how
native speakers do, and they end up feeling difficulties to fully avoid misunderstandings. 
In addition, the question whether L2 learners can be fully socialized in a target
culture still remains (Hinkel 1999:7). Kordes (1991) conducted the study involving 112
learners of French in Germany, emphasising that more than one third of them still
remained a mono-cultural stage; only six learners reached a trans-cultural stage, in which
they can recognise their own culture by exposure to a foreign culture. Due to those
concerns, the idea that people can benefit from study abroad experiences in terms of the
development of cross-cultural understandings has also been controversial (see Byram &
Morgan 1994; Kramsch 1991). This last point might be a big contradiction to the
recent trend; the number of people who want to or actually go abroad has been
increasing recently, but unfortunately, it has been proposed that such an experience
might not always help them learn cultural or pragmatic knowledge of a target language
rather than linguistic features of it.
Gesture is one of the major communicative signals which will be troublesome for
L2 learners in multicultural settings. In general, the term gesture was defined as
‘paralinguistic features’ which may have effects on spoken language (Richards &
Schmidt 2002:383), or more specifically as the movement of speakers while they speak
which can be systematically intertwined to the spoken words (see Kendon 1980, 1997;
McClave 2000; McNeill 1985, 1992, 2005; Schegloff 1984). Understanding and
manipulating gestures appropriately will be challenging for L2 learners who are not
familiar with a culture of target language due to its complexity and diversity. Firstly,
there is no universal body movement and gesture (Birdwhistell 1970:81; McNeill
1985:351). For example, some gestures represent completely different meaning across
culture although they are delivered with the same movement or shape. One concrete
example is the ‘thumb-up’ gesture. In many countries, people can get the thumb-up
36
gesture as “OK”. In contrast, this gesture with the same shape might be regarded as
sexual insult in some regions like Sardinia and Greece (see figure.2). This example might
suggest that it is not always safe to use some gestures (see Morris et al. 1979). In
addition to the diversity of meanings, Kirch (1979:423) claimed that gestures have
changed their forms and/or their meanings over the centuries as language has done.
Thus, it is highly possible to propose that handling gestures is difficult for L2 learners
whereas it is significant to encode message in gesture for L2 teaching and learning
context (see the following section).
On the other hand, there are many vantages if learners are used to handling
gestures. Significantly, it should be highlighted that gestures have communicative
functions in L2 teaching and learning. McCafferty (2004), who conducted the study
which tried to clarify the possibility of gestures for interpersonal problem solving among
L2 learners, reported that gesture led the speech by helping speakers construct the verbal
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Figure.2: the distribution of the two different meanings of ‘thumb-up’ gesture
(taken from Morris et al. 1979:195)
channel both at the local and at the discourse level. Similarly, Gullberg (2006:162)
argued that L2 learners can take advantage of gestures to cope with problems in their
over-explicit and non-cohesive speech. Moreover, Kirch (1979:423) mentioned that
knowledge of non-verbal signals can help learners attain greater proficiency in a target
language. Therefore, it highly seems to be essential for L2 learners to take into account
nonverbal aspects of communication in language learning.
4. Possible approaches for cultural learning
Fortunately, it could be possible for L2 learners to develop cross-cultural perspectives for
communication as a result of instructional programmes. Byram & Morgan (1994:25)
stated that there are four elements to be taken into account for empathetic
understandings: personality, situation, social groups and national identity. Regarding
those elements, they also argued that social groups and national identity will be mainly
focused in teaching language and culture. Kordes (1991) described the procedure of
intercultural learning, which has to be directed not only towards the understanding of
the other cultures but also towards inwards to cope with one’s own feelings and
identifications. Byram (1991:19) suggested two possible approaches; firstly, using
learners’ native language (L1) for learning a foreign culture, and secondly, integrating L2
learning with cultural learning in order to develop their cultural understandings, rather
than to imitate the socialisation of native speakers.
However, those materials, taking into account both linguistic and cultural
knowledge, are obviously too huge to be learnt in classroom and might be changed by
time as discussed above (see Birdwhistell 1970; Hinkel 1999; Kirch 1979; McNeill
1985; Morris et al. 1979; Richmond & McCroskey 1999; Rosaldo 1984). In order to
deal with those diversity and alterability of culture, Barro et al. (1993) suggested that
learners should be provided two kinds of knowledge and skills: not only selected
knowledge about a target community but also a skill for acquiring further knowledge in
changing situations. In this regard, one possible way to develop learners’ perspectives is
cultural learning with ethnographical interview techniques which encourages learners to
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interview native speakers of their target language after being participated in training for
interviewing (see Barro et al. 1993; Byram & Morgan 1994; Robinson-Stuart & Nocon
1996). In fact, Robinson-Stuart & Nocon (1996) found out that those techniques as a
pedagogical tool help learners understand their own culture as well as a target culture,
and can enable them to be life-long cultural learners or researchers. In other words,
learners can develop positive attitudes towards their target culture through valuable
interaction with native speakers beyond language classroom activities.
5. Conclusion
So far, the role and importance of cultural knowledge and nonverbal signals in human
interaction have been discussed. A number of studies indicated that a lot of massages are
conveyed by nonverbal aspects in communication regardless of the presence of spoken
words. Hence, it can be proposed that people will communicate not only by spoken
language but also by nonverbal signals. Those aspects of communication have a
significant effect on human communication serving a lot of functions. Due to their
saliency, nonverbal communication should be taken into account in any contexts.
As discussed in the above section, L2 learning is significantly affected by cultural
backgrounds and knowledge. For example, gestures can really be a helpful aid for
learners in order to overcome problems caused by their proficiency level, helping them
express their idea and feelings which are difficult to express in their L2. On the other
hand, it has also been reported that they behave inappropriately in cross-cultural
contexts. Those misunderstandings might cause a serious trouble affecting
communication taken place in any contexts. Fortunately, it is highly possible to let
learners acquire the knowledge about their target culture as well as language. As for
instructions, it is significant to take into account not only knowledge but also techniques
to explore further information, since it is nearly impossible to wholly cover those
contents in language classrooms due to its diversity and complexity.
However, one question seems to be left open in this paper; to what extent does the
culture vary in one country? For example, native cultures are truly diverse or slightly
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different even in one country; a common behaviour in one region could be taboo in
another region even though they are at the same country. In other words, there are
many variations among one target culture in one country regardless of language. In
order to tackle with this question, further research should be conducted specifically to
clarify the variety of culture in one specific country.
Notes:
(1) 1. In general, English as a foreign or second language is often categorised differently. On
the other hand, this paper, which does not aim to discuss language categories, avoids
differentiating them and use the term “L2” consistently (also see Richards & Schmidt
2002:472).
(2) 2. Since paralanguage and nonverbal signals in human interaction consist of a number of
subcategories, it is no longer possible to refer to every signal within this single work.
Rather this paper only takes into account gestures as a distinct example of them.
References
Allen, L. Q. (1999). ‘Functions of nonverbal communication in teaching and learning a foreign
language.’ The French Review, 72(3), 469-480.
Bardovi-Harlig, K. & Dornyei, Z. (1998). ‘Do language learners recognize pragmatic
violations? Pragmatic versus grammatical awareness in instructed L2 learning.’ TESOL
Quarterly, 32(2), 233-259.
Bardovi-Harlig, K. & Hartford, B. S. (1993). ‘Learning the rules of academic talk: A
longitudinal study of pragmatic change.’ Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 15(3),
279-304.
Barro, A. et al. (1993). ‘Cultural studies for advanced language learners.’ In Graddol, D.,
Thompson, L. & Byram, M. (eds.) Language and culture: papers from the annual meeting of
the British Association of Applied Linguistics held at Trevelyan. Philadelphia: Multilingual
Matters, 55-70.
Birdwhistell, R. L. (1970). Kinesics and context: Essays on body motion communication.
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.
Byram, M. (1989). Cultural studies in foreign language education. Philadelphia: Multilingual
Matters.
40
Byram, M. (1991). ‘Teaching culture and language: Towards an integrated model.’ In Buttjes,
D. & Byram, M. (eds.) Mediating languages and cultures: Towards an intercultural theory of
foreign language education. Philadelphia: Multilingual Matters, 17-30.
Byram, M. & Morgan, C. (1994). Teaching-and-learning language-and-culture. Philadelphia:
Multilingual Matters.
Cassell, J. et al. (1999). ‘Speech-gesture mismatches: Evidence for one underlying
representation of linguistic and nonlinguistic information.’ Pragmatics & Cognition, 7(1),
1-33.
Forgas, J. & Williams, K. (2001). Social influence: Direct and indirect processes. Philadelphia:
Psychology Press.
Gullberg, M. (2006). ‘Handling discourse: Gestures, reference tracking, and communication
strategies in early L2.’ Language Learning, 56(1), 155-196.
Hamilton, C. (2010). Communicating for results: A guide for business and the professions. 9th ed,
Boston: Wadsworth.
Hargie, O. (2011). Skilled interpersonal communication: Research, theory and practice. 5th ed,
London: Routledge.
Hinkel, E. (ed.) (1999) Culture in second language teaching and learning. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.
Kendon, A. (1980). ‘Gesticulation and speech: Two aspects of the process of utterance.’ In Key,
M. R. (ed.), The relationship of verbal and nonverbal communication. New York: Mouton
Publishers, 207-228.
Kendon, A. (1997). ‘Gesture.’ Annual Review of Anthropology, 26, 109-128.
Kirch, M. S. (1979). ‘Non-verbal communication across cultures.’ The Modern Language
Journal, 63(8), 416-423.
Kordes, H. (1991). ‘Intercultural learning at school: Limits and possibilities.’ In Buttjes, D. &
Byram, M. (eds.) Mediating languages and cultures: Towards an intercultural theory of
foreign language education. Philadelphia: Multilingual Matters, 287-305.
Kramsch, C. (1991). ‘Culture in language learning: A view from the United States.’ In De Bot,
K., Ginsberg, R. & Kramsch, C. (eds.) Foreign language research in cross-cultural
perspective. Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 217-240.
Laver, J. & Hutcheson, S. (eds.) (1972). Communication in face to face interaction: selected
readings. Harmondsworth: Penguin.
Levinson, S. (2006). ‘Cognition at the heart of human interaction.’ Discourse Studies, 8(1), 85-
93.
McCafferty, S. G. (2004). ‘Space for cognition: gesture and second language learning.’
International Journal of Applied Linguistics, 14(1), 148-165.
McClave, E. Z. (2000). ‘Linguistic functions of head movements in the context of speech.’
Journal of Pragmatics, 32(7), 855-878.
41
McNeill, D. (1985). ‘So you think gestures are nonverbal?’ Psychological Review, 92(3), 350-
371.
McNeill, D. (1992). Hand and mind: What gestures reveal about thought. London: University of
Chicago Press.
McNeill, D. (2005). Gesture and thought. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Morris, D. et al. (1979). Gestures, their origins and distribution. London: Jonathan Cape.
Paige, R. M., Cohen, A. D. & Shively, R. L. (2004). ‘Assessing the impact of a strategies-based
curriculum on language and culture learning abroad.’ Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary
Journal of Study Abroad, 10, 253-276.
Perry, M. et al. (1992). ‘Is gesture-speech mismatch a general index of transitional knowledge?’
Cognitive Development, 7, 109-122.
Rosaldo, M. (1984). ‘Toward an anthropology of self and feeling.’ In Shweder, R. & LeVine,
R. (eds.) Culture theory: Essays on mind, self and emotion. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 137-157.
Richmond, V. & McCroskey, J. (1999). Nonverbal behavior in interpersonal relations. 4th ed,
Boston: Allyn and Bacon.
Richards, J. & Schmidt, R. (2002). Longman dictionary of language teaching and applied
linguistics. 3rd ed, New York: Longman.
Robinson-Stuart, G. & Nocon, H. (1996). ‘Ethnography in the foreign language classroom.’
The Modern Language Journal, 80(4), 431-449.
Schegloff, E. A. (1984). ‘On some gestures’ relation to talk.’  In Atkinson, J. M. & Heritage, J
(eds.), Structures of social action: Studies in conversation analysis. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 266-296.
Segrin, C. & Taylor, M. (2007). ‘Positive interpersonal relationships mediate the association
between social skills and psychological well-being.’ Personality and Individual Differences,
43, 637-646.
Segrin, C. et al. (2007). ‘Social skills, psychological well-being, and the mediating role of
perceived stress.’ Anxiety, Stress, & Coping, 20(3), 321-329.
Spencer-Oatey, H. (1993). ‘Conceptions of social relations and pragmatics research.’ Journal of
Pragmatics, 20, 27-47.
Tannen, D. (1986). That’s not what I meant!: How conversational style makes or breaks your
relation with others. New York: William Morrow.
Thomas, J. (1983). ‘Cross-cultural pragmatic failure.’ Applied Linguistics, 4(2), 91-112.
Thomas, J. (1984). ‘Cross-cultural discourse as ‘unequal encounter’: Toward a pragmatic
analysis.’ Applied Linguistics, 5(3), 226-235.
Worley, D. et al. (2007). ‘Instructional communication competence: Lessons learned from
award-winning teachers.’ Communication Studies, 58(2), 207-222.
42
